This article considers three defining ideas of the university: the collegium dedicated to the pursuit of truth, the national institution, and the driver of research. It argues that all such are no longer sustainable and each is undermined by the postmodern university, an institution that proffers simultaneously a plethora and a dearth of ideas of the university. The postmodern university is an oxymoronic institution, a collection of differences devoid of distinguishing characteristics and lacking in internal unity. This poses major problems for the standing and practices of the human sciences, thereby of Media Studies and cognate areas.
Introduction
The university is amongst the oldest institutions in the world. Almost one thousand years of continuity since the foundation of the University of Bologna in 1088 is by any measure an impressive achievement, comparable to the longevity of the British monarchy. In comparison institutions such as America's Supreme Court, the European Union, even the Canadian nation, are jonny-come-latelies. The university has survived so long, of course, by acting somewhat like the British Royal Family. The latter proclaims a genealogy as far back as Alfred the Great in the 9 th century, but has introduced new lineages when necessity demanded, adopted the name Windsor when the German affiliations of the House of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha threatened embarrassment in 1917, nowadays remains judiciously silent about its sectarian religious precepts.... In a similar sort of way, by adapting to change and reinventing itself periodically, so has the University endured.
Thereby it has managed to keep on keeping on, periodically refashioning to ensure continuity.
What I am particularly interested in here is postmodernity, a useful catch-all term for a host of characteristics and trends that challenge, shape and even threaten universities in the early 21st
century. In what follows I shall outline features of the postmodern university -an attendant feature of postmodernity and, as such, a deeply contradictory and fractured formation -and make some observations about its consequences for the human sciences along the way.
I will suggest that, as the postmodern university turns itself inside out and upside down, then so are the human sciences similarly riven. Let me stress that I do not doubt the university will continue into the 21 st century, but such are the pressures on it nowadays that serious questions must
be asked about what, if anything, of consequence will continue inside institutions titled universities.
Similar questions may need to be asked of the human sciences too. By the same token, there are concerns to be raised about the position and future of Media Studies and cognate subject areas.
Ideas of the University
To address these questions we need to begin with asking what it is that distinguishes and defines the university. No one suggests that the university nowadays is the same as that which predominated even as recently as the 19th century, continuities of arcane address and ceremony excepted. How could it be otherwise? The vast majority of universities are actually very new, despite the ancient title. In Britain, for instance, fully three-quarters of our universities were founded since 1960, with thirty of the hundred or so came into existence overnight in 1992 when the then Conservative government, in a remarkably radical measure that set in train an enormous expansion of student participation, so decreed. A generation ago scarcely 10% of 18-year-olds in the UK entered the university; today it is nearer 40%, the bulk of the numbers taken up in the newer institutions, frequently studying in modish areas such as Business and Management, Information
Technology and Media Studies.
These new universities were quick to equip themselves with the regalia of proper universities -sumptuous ceremonial gowns were ordered, coats of arms commissioned, and titles of ViceChancellor and Dean proliferated -but their nouveau status keeps slipping through (e.g. one rather superior new university, Oxford Brookes, in 2005 actually bestowed an honorary degree on Jeremy
Clarkson, an acid-tongued, ill-educated and opinionated television celebrity known chiefly for his laddish humour and enthusiasm for Formula One racing and gas-guzzling motor cars 1 ; the wellestablished universities stick to the likes of the retired Cabinet Minister and Nobel Laureate when distributing their honorary degrees).
There remains the feeling that the post-War majority aren't quite the genuine article, rather like the nouveax riches who can't quite become 'gentlemen' however much they strive. Oxford and higher education shows the cloisters of Oxbridge colleges rather than the concrete urban block that is the most common experience 2 . This is perpetuated in our literary tradition too. Ian Carter (1990) 3 years ago wrote a superb sociological analysis of 20th century novels that feature university life. to 'the best that has been thought and known', the primary goal being 'the pursuit of true judgement'.
Fellows of the university -better still the college -would be located in a self-consciously designed 'ivory tower', alongside their pupils, but apart from the world. They would be studious -learned in Classics, Divinity and History especially, and socially well regarded, an elite (as their students) who would cultivate the characteristics of the 'educated', and thereby discerning, gentleman in small group activities (the Oxbridge 'tutorial'). Well into the late 20th century this conception of the university was maintained amongst many in and outside of the university. It would be, in F. R.
Leavis' 6 terms, a locus of moral sensibility that would cultivate 'discrimination', or to Michael
The plethora of recent complaints, of what one might call narratives of decline from a golden age of the university (typically dated as the late fifties and early sixties), suggests that something of this idea continues to resonate, especially amongst older academics 8 . It was certainly a view that I shared when I went to university at aged 18 late in 1969 -and there were no tuition fees imposed and non-repayable maintenance grants then were distributed to students -and the aspiration for university as a residential experience 9 remains strong especially amongst the English professional middle classes (who in large part have enjoyed such an education). This is a view readily laughed at as hopelessly nostalgic, when for instance half the students in London's many universities live at home 10 . The price of mass higher education, of access to the university for 4 in 10 of the age group, is that the cushioned staff and students of yesterday, when classes were rarely bigger than 7 or 8, must go (when I went to university only 7% or so of the age group was admitted, overwhelmingly from privileged social classes and my fondest memories remain or the weekly two-hour seminar of just four students in the rooms of a renowned professor). Academics might regret the loss of tenure, the leisurely pace, and the small group intimacy, but such largesse -especially since it was socially exclusive -is nowadays publicly indefensible. There perhaps remains a hankering amongst some academics for the community of scholars 11 , for the goal of 'installation of character' 12 in the young, and a yearning to introduce students to the wisdom of Plato and Heraclites, but no one seriously suggests that we can go back to the old days.
There is another idea of the university that is readily aligned to this one, and just as readily deemed out of date. The late Canadian scholar Bill Readings 13 observed, in his appositely titled The University in Ruins, that the university developed, especially in the 19th century, as a national project. In this way the university grew pre-eminently as a national institution, one in which was manifested the nation's priorities. This located disciplines, established hierarchies of subjects and arranged entry criteria, dependent on the nation's concerns. There was national variation, but in the UK this national university prioritised the ancient universities and added key provincials such as
Birmingham and Manchester to support University College London in the 'practical arts' such as engineering, medicine and agronomy. Doing so, a good deal of the Newmanesque ideals was retained 14 . Such a national ideal of the university is, of course, difficult to support -it is even 'ruined' -in a globalised era, when networks of scholars and disciplines, and high levels of mobility amongst students, are the order of the day 15 .
There is a third idea of the university that I would wish to examine. This takes us to the notion of research as a distinguishing feature of the university. Even where there is a retreat from the notion of research as the sole or primary definer of the university, it is insisted that research is essential to effective teaching. Academics routinely insist, frequently with a passion that comes from their conviction they are speaking revealed truth, that research activity is a distinguishing feature of the university since without it teaching would suffer because knowledge taught would be outdated and students would not encounter role models who are critical, questioning and struggling at the frontiers of what is known.
This is declaimed in spite of any serious evidence in its favour -and considerable evidence against it 16 . It is, in my view, a declaration of faith rather than anything else. For instance, it is well known that what students most value from their teachers is accessibility and attentiveness that often requires staff to relinquish their time (something deeply resented by the research-driven scholar who believes time away from research is time wasted -and, after all, it is in research where the most significant prestige and promotion is located, so this viewpoint is readily comprehensible). In addition, most research is specialised while students benefit most from integrative knowledge.
Active researchers well appreciate this: their particular project is by its nature focussed and novel, often of little use or interest to students who get most from informed overviews of the field.
It must also be emphasised that research is very much a post-war phenomenon. Even
Britain's greatest universities did very little original research before the 1930s. It is since the Second World War that research priorities have advanced inordinately in the universities. Their primary function is still to teach young people who will later enter the professions. In the UK an average of 70% of all funding comes to universities for this purpose (even at the uppermost levels of research income, such as at Oxford, about half revenue comes from teaching), though one might not suspect it when one talks to academics or discusses the standing of a particular institution. In such considerations just about everything seems centred on research contributions as measured by publications, citations and value of awards.
We have in England a periodic review called the Research Assessment Exercise that began in the late 1980s. It takes place every five years or so and ranks the quality of active researchers in universities by panels of peers. The most recent RAE took take place in 2007-8, a seven year break from the previous one, though this may be the last that uses panels to judge academic quality since 'metrics' (research grants and citations) could allow judgement to take place without the cumbersome and time-demanding academic panels that have previously been used to make judgements. Perhaps government has sensed the paranoia and seen the distortions that the RAE has introduced into British higher education, where leading researchers often negotiate not to teach (or not to teach undergraduates), or at least not to teach much, and where salary scales, not so long ago nationally similar and publicly known, are now dispensed with at professorial level 17 since remunerations largely depend on one's research standing. This is not to mention the avalanche of unread publications that has come about because of the RAE, where journals grow seemingly exponentially to accommodate this overproduction, though they often prosper on circulations of merely a few dozen.
How one scores on the RAE matters enormously to promotion of individuals, feelings of esteem and the survival of departments 18 . Less discussed, but crucial, it is also the means of distributing about 30% of the funds to higher education that is earmarked for research. This is done according to a formula that is attached by the Treasury to the scores awarded by panels of assessors.
The distribution of funds is scaled and skewed heavily toward the top levels, on grounds that excellence should be amply rewarded and that if universities are to be internationally competitive in research, then they must be large and well supported. Remembering that there are more than 100 universities in the UK, note that as of March 2006, 5 universities alone accounted for thirty percent of all this research allocation 19 . One might reasonably ask: is all the heady talk of research misplaced, and is the frenzied competition to get a good ranking in the RAE worthwhile, when the lion's share goes to the already mighty? This is not even to mention the problem with what is meant by research -most of it is incremental, specialised and recondite (the best bet if one seeks successful research grants, another sign of distinction that helps with the RAE 20 ), far from the picture of consciousness-changing thought conjured in evocations of Einstein, Crick or even Anthony Giddens.
The Postmodern University
I have no doubt that these three conceptions of the university (the ivory tower, the national institution, the research centre) remain consequential, but I also think that there are processes that are profoundly undermining them. Indeed, I go further to argue that a distinguishing element nowadays is the dearth of conceptions of the university that are evoked. reflected on this excess. Barnett distinguished between, for instance, the 'entrepreneurial' university, the 'metaphysical' university, the 'bureaucratic' university, the 'liquid' university, the 'cosmopolitan' university, the 'authentic' university, the 'ecological' university, and -my favourite -the 'therapeutic' university. Of course, these are not entirely different entities since all universities lay claim to being any or all of these -depending on the circumstances in which they find themselves and where advantage might be gained.
To emphasize: all these ideas of the university are in circulation, but they are testament to the absence of any distinguishing conception of what the university is today. I am happy to tell you that City University Sociology is excellent in everything that we do: we have the 4th best employment record of all British universities, we are located in the finest 'global city' in Europe, we are amongst the most diverse in terms of our student body, we pay amongst the highest salaries to professors in There are several reasons for the emergence of the postmodern university. The outcome is unmistakable: the university today has borders that are indistinct from the rest of society, it lacks internal cohesion, and it has lost much of the esteem it held but a few decades ago. Sir Peter Scott 22 , who has written quite the best account of the situation, discerns an affinity between today's PostFordist Economy, Postmodern Times, and the Postmodern University. The affinity is that nowadays everything is shifting, is flexible, impermanent and without fixity. Accordingly, higher education is exceptionally 'fuzzy' (Scott's leitmotif), is 'fluid', 'non-linear' and 'complex', so much so that it is not
at all clear what defines the university itself (by a delightful irony Sir Peter, a former journalist, is also a University Vice-Chancellor, heading the new University of Kingston where, no doubt, he can revel in its postmodern 'flexibility' and 'fluidity'). This can be exciting for such as Sir Peter, but others -older style scholars, students looking for intellectual intimacy -it leaves bewildered.
The spread of postmodern practices and associated thought has had major consequences for higher education and, necessarily, for research. First of all, postmodernism undermines the university from without. It does this by hitting at the university claim to be the privileged institution where would be developed innovative, authoritative and expert knowledge (once 'truth', more likely now 'research'). Universities that lay claim to a monopoly, or even majority, of research activity are mistaken. In the UK, for instance, major industries such as petrochemicals, engineering and pharmaceuticals conduct their own substantial research. Universities have certainly made contributions, but by and large theirs has been secondary in worth and subordinate to that conducted in the corporate sector 23 . When it comes to the human sciences governments eclipse anything that takes place inside universities with their mighty statistical services. It is only they that have the resources and legitimacy to conduct the major surveys that tell citizens about themselves -what they earn, how they spend, when and how they marry, how they have children, what crime there is, what occupations there are and how they change over time… This is the knowledge that allows us to understand how we live now, and it far outweighs any contribution from university departments. Postmodernity also undermines the university from within because what we find, in this vastly expanded and transformed institution, is that there is no longer any collective entity, so that the old conception -that a university is a community of scholars, doing different tasks, but united in commitment to a common pursuit of enlightenment -goes up in smoke. There is no 'inner life' in the postmodern university, and all imaginings of such, perhaps of a coterie of elderly dons in erudite disputation, are fantastical. Quite to the contrary, all we come across in the postmodern university are conglomerates of 'differences' 29 , a bewilderingly complicated milieu in which physicists cannot (and do not even try) speak to economists, and where nuclear physicists can make neither head nor tail even of theoretical physicists. Indeed, the same goes for every 'discipline', and the closer one looks the more one appreciates that conceptions of unified gatherings of scholars is an illusion 30 . Instead, we have huge numbers of people, with radically different interests and agendas, united about nothing save perhaps the ineptitude of the vice-chancellor.
Ongoing trends also denude the import of the university as a particular location. I have referred already to the importance of the residential experience, especially to the English middle classes amongst whom its decline is much mourned. It is inexorably diminishing.
I would add to this the increased redundancy of the university library. It was once the central institution of the university, and for that reason located geographically at a central point that could be easily accessed and readily admired. As we now enter the era of the 'virtual library' when materials can requested and downloaded electronically from a desktop computer pretty much anywhere, then so the need for a library in the university becomes questionable. This is, of course, reinforced by the spread of distance learning. Initially this is coming internally through the creation of electronic teaching materials (that reduce face-to-face contact, but are remarkably convenient for students who may 'click and go' for lots of reading and assessment exercises), but in the longer term it will break out of the established university when whole programmes can be franchised. In this regard many cite the University of Phoenix, which has 300,000 students, as a pioneer. The UK's Open University, established in the 1960s, may be a more appealing model since it combines high quality academic standards without need for interpersonal relations between staff and students. In the United States a decision taken in 2007 to delete the rule that colleges must deliver half their courses on campus to qualify for federal student aid promises to speed this expansion of studying-without-attending university. established inside higher education because large numbers of students want to study it (many thinking it will lead to a career in journalism or television) and because the significance of media has palpably grown in recent decades. This being so, then what characterizes the university today other than its being a collection of differences, a diversity of knowledge activities pursued -and routinely abandoned -only because there is some performativity justification for their adoption?
This has been conceived as the transformation from a Mode 1 type of knowledge that is homogeneous, rooted in strong academic disciplines that are hierarchically organised, and transmitted to novitiates in an apprentice-master relationship, towards Mode 2 knowledges which are non-hierarchical, pluralistic, transdisciplinary, fast-changing and responsive to diverse needs such as students' experiences, industrial priorities, and social problems 33 . This plurality of knowledges must announce an end to common purposes of the university, there being no possibility of agreement on goals or even on methods of work. By extension, we must forego thinking about how to define what a university might be, instead simply accepting that there are an enormous number of very different institutions with different purposes and practices that might be called universities (for want of a better term).
The university is also being undermined because of the increasing difficulty of distinguishing it from growing sectors of industry. The suggestion here is that knowledge-rich corporations such as Microsoft, Ford and Pfizer, and even media organisations such as the BBC and Google, already possess many of the features of a university. These are brimming with highly educated employees, frequently those who possess doctoral degrees and working on cutting-edge projects in software production, advanced electronics, biotechnology or socio-economic investigation. The university can no longer be identified by virtue of its separation from the 'outside world', while at the same time many successful corporations are taking on many of the features of universities.
Questioning the once privileged role of the university as regards research subverts its former distinctiveness. Serious questions may now be asked about the supposed indivisibility of teaching and research that, in the view of many, characterises a genuine university. As more and more students are to be offered places on degree programmes, then it may be asked whether it is really essential that all of their teachers be involved in research.
In fact, there may be no compelling reason to locate research inside universities. Research Assessment Exercises, and the distribution of funds on the basis of achieved ranks, mean that resources go for the most part to a dozen or so institutions. Twenty-five percent of research funds in the UK go to just four universities, Oxford, Cambridge, University College, and Imperial College, so why not separate the leaders from the rest? Perhaps the best place for it is in autonomous centres, rather than in universities where other matters may be a hindrance. As the Economist put it in its 1997 review, 'an intelligent Martian might wonder why a university -autonomous, chaotic, distracted
by all those students -should be an efficient place in which to sponsor economically worthwhile research'.
34
All such mean that scarcely anyone can speak for, still less define, the university today. The only enthusiasts are those postmodernists who will celebrate the heterogeneity, pluralism and 'multivocalism' that apparently thrives in (and outside) higher education, but even they can find no attempted by universities until quite recently, has long been practiced by external organisations, and it continues to take place 'outside the walls'. Part and parcel of this has been a general diminishment of university status, its activities and judgements as well as its authority challenged within and without. In some respects this decline of deference as regards universities expresses a healthy impulse, but constant scepticism does make life awkward for those in higher education.
Conclusion
My argument has been that the university is adapting and adjusting to continuing pressures that make increasingly difficult for it to maintain once defining purposes. It is increasingly difficult for universities to distinguish themselves as communities of scholars seeking after truth, as the national university, or as primary centres of research. That universities simultaneously insist that they can meet these and still more goals, since they are in pursuit of excellence in everything, merely underscores their lack of definition.
I have no doubt that universities will continue to survive, but maybe they will go on, at least in part, as zombie institutions (the living dead) since it is quite unclear what their distinguishing features will be. There is no special knowledge that defines a university, no clear hierarchy of academic disciplines, no core values to be upheld. In the postmodern university, pretty much anything is admitted, so long as it be presented as 'useful'. Media Studies, the occasional murmur notwithstanding, is safe enough for the foreseeable future.
